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Upper Volta, Central Yatenga 
Tishman Collection, New York
AFRICAN SCULPTURE OF
UPPER VOLTA
From the Collection of 
Christopher D'Amanda
La Salle University Art Museum
Spring Term
INTRODUCTION
While many of us may be familiar with the symbolic and 
spiritually directed images of Early Christian and Medieval 
art, we need to be reminded that African tribal art has been 
dominated by a similar mode of expression since an age before 
the time of Christ. Because tribal art is often labeled ,fpri- 
mitive,M we sometimes misinterpret its sculpture as crude and 
naive, rather than as simply traditional. Research over the 
past years has shown that African tribal sculptors were skilled 
and trained craftsmen, producing an art which is highly so­
phisticated and working in a style which represents a delibe­
rate aesthetic choice evolved over thousands of years.
One should recall, too, the strong influence that tribal 
art, whether from Africa, the South Pacific Islands, or the 
North American continent, has exerted on Modern Art. From the 
Renaissance until the end of the 19th century, visual art of the 
West was essentially perceptual and objective, based for the 
most part on what the artist saw in the natural world around 
him and then accurately depicted* On the other hand, tribal art
throughout the ages has been conceptual and subjective, based 
on what the artist feels and thinks— his fears, desires, ideas 
and beliefs. More specifically, as most African tribes had no 
written language, their intuitive art along with their oral 
tradition was the chief means through which they expressed 
and supported, from generation to generation, the spiritual 
values needed to sustain their communities. Their art is, 
thus, essentially functional— the decorative or "Art for Art’s 
sake" purpose, emphasized in Western art, are of secondary 
importance. But rather than any particular content, it is 
the expressive potential and unified structure in African 
sculpture— its bold patterns, simplified geometric shapes, 
vibrant rhythms and subjective colors— which strongly inspired 
the Post-Impressionists, Fauvists, Surrealists, Expressionists, 
and especially the Cubists.^ The Picasso print also on exhibit 
suggests this strong influence.
This exhibition is chiefly comprised of wooden African 
tribal masks from Upper Volta (now called Bourkina Fasso), 
masks generally worn by dancers participating in fertility or 
increace rituals. Although the African tribes believe in one
Creator, they also practice "animism" whereby every natural 
object is endowed with a spiritual force and an energy which 
is invoked at ritual ceremonies as the particular need arises. 
Hundreds of tribes in the Western and Central regions, thirty 
of which are located in Upper Volta, produce a varied sculpture. 
Although African tribes share many common beliefs and practices, 
distinct differences characterize the art of each tribe. More­
over, with increasing research, we are beginning to discern the 
work of individual carvers within a tribe.
We are indeed grateful to Dr. Christopher D ’Amanda for so 
generously sharing his collection with us. For it is primarily 
through traditional tribal sculptures, such as those represented 
here, that we can gain insight into the riches of our Afro-Ame­
rican heritage. With the rise of nation-states comes the threat 
that the distinctiveness of tribal expression will become di­
luted by the gradual yet inevitable infiltration of,Western 
culture.
We also wish to express our gratitude to Margaret F. Plass, 
the first patron of the La Salle Museum and one of the first
scholars and collectors of African art in the United States. 
Through her knowledge and contagious enthusiasm, she has in­
spired many students and collectors, among them Dr. D ’Amanda.
Caroline Wistar, Curator
1.
See 2 vol. catalogue, William Rubin (editor), "Primitivism"
in the 20th Century (The Museum of Modern Art, New York, . lg84)
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16. Pablo Picasso (1881-1973), Spanish
Black Pitcher and Skull, 1946 
Lithograph 81-G-1109














23. Standing Musician 
Bamoun, Yaounse CAMEROON
24. Ceremonial & Fetish Metal Pieces 
Senufo/Lobi tribes
25. Wooden dolls
Mossi, yarious villages
26. Helmut
Toussian
